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ABSTRACT 



This ethnographic study was conducted to study students', 
administrators', and teachers' perceptions of and experiences at a Business 
Technology and Communications magnet high school in a large urban district 
that has been under court-ordered desegregation since 1985. Triangulation of 
data collection included classroom observations over 20 weeks, anecdotal data 
from student focus groups in which 112 students participated, informal 
structured conversations with students, individual interviews, 
autobiographical writings of 68 students, and archival data. Findings 
generated from this study culminated in developing grounded theory. Data 
identified a student culture of a lack of empowerment and of oppression, with 
a deep incompatibility between adults (teachers and administrators) and 
students. These characteristics frame a grounded theory of a facilitative 
environment driven by the specific absence of attitudinal qualities that 
promote student empowerment, respect and recognition. Findings from other 
studies have also indicated a significantly positive correlation between a 
high level of facilitative environment and success in learning. (Contains 2 
figures and 15 references.) (SLD) 
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BEST COPY AVAILABLE 



This research is an ethnographic study guided by the purpose of 
reconstructing students’, administrators’, and teachers’ perceptions of and 
experiences at a Business Technology and Communications magnet high 
school. The school is located in a large, urban school district that has been 
under court-ordered desegregation since 1985. The research questions are: 

• What is the meaning of schooling for these high school students? 

• How do students describe some of their experiences at school? 

• What influences shape these schooling experiences of students? 
Triangulation of data collection includes classroom observations, 

anecdotal data from student focus groups and informal “structured 
conversations with students,” individual interviews, autobiographical 
structured writings of students, and archival data. Data analysis includes 
qualitative inductive methods of constant comparison analysis and content 
analysis. 

The findings generated from this study culminated in developing 
grounded theory. The data identify a student culture of a lack of 
empowerment and of oppression that describe a deep incompatibility 
between the adults (teachers and administrators) and the students. Those 
characteristics frame a grounded theory of a facilitative environment 
driven by the specific absence of attitudinal qualities that promote student 
empowerment. These qualities are individual respect and recognition, 
acceptance, and increased opportunities for influence in the school. These 
qualities are shaped by specific schooling experiences of the students, and 
are influenced by the teacher, administrator, and parent interactions 
within the school. This grounded, facilitative environment theory is 
supported by and adds to previous research that specifically addresses 
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these attitudes. 

Methodology 

We seek to illuminate the cultural context of an urban high school in 
order to gain an understanding of the experiences expressed within that 
context. Therefore, the focus is on the point of view the students, rather 
than teachers or administrators, because only they are compulsory 
participants in school. The nature of the perceptual research questions 
necessitates qualitative ethnographic research using the emic of the 
students. 

Role of researcher 

As I (Newbill) began gathering data for this study, I was quite 
familiar with the school, the faculty, and many of the students through my 
role as evaluator of the magnet school programs. In that role during the 
previous two years, my duties primarily were office-based (e.g., analyzing 
student, parent, and teacher perception questionnaires and quantifying 
classroom observation data from structured observation forms). By 
association, this role facilitated my entry into the students’ world. 

Site and Sample 

West Landing High is a Business Technology/Communications magnet 
“school of choice” to which parents and/or students must apply for 
placement. There are no requirements for enrollment and any student who 
submits a complete, timely application is eligible for admittance. At the 
time of data collection (1992-1993), West Landing High enrolled 865 
students, and was unique among the 11 district high schools in enrolling a 
large proportion of students of varied ethnic backgrounds. The ethnic 
composition of the student body during the 1992-1993 school year was 
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